270                   CONTARINI FLEMING:

a new system of phraseology, which marked him. out from
the crowd, and which has obtained the title of ' poetic
diction.1

His object in this system of words was to heighten his
meaning by strange phrases and unusual constructions. In-
version was invented to clothe a common place with an air
of novelty; vague epithets were introduced to prop up a
monotonous modulation. Were his meaning to be enforced,
he shrank from wearisome ratiocination and the agony of
precise conceptions, and sought refuge in a bold personifi-
cation, or a beautiful similitude. The art of poetry was, to
express natural feelings in unnatural language.

Institutions ever survive their purpose, and customs go-
vern us when their cause is extinct. And this mode of
communicating poetic invention still remained, when the
advanced civilisation of man, in multiplying manuscripts,
might have made many suspect that the time had arrived
when the poet was to cease to sing, and to learn to write.
Had the splendid refinement of Imperial Rome not been
doomed to such rapid decay, and such mortifying and de-
grading vicissitudes, I believe that versification would have
worn out. Unquestionably that empire, in its multifarious
population, scenery, creeds, and customs, offered the richest
materials for emancipated fiction; materials, however, far
too vast and various for the limited capacity of metrical
celebration.

That beneficent Omnipotence, before which we must
bow down, has so ordered it, that imitation should be the
mental feature of modern Europe ; and has ordained that
we should adopt a Syrian religion, a Grecian literature, and
a Roman law. At the revival of letters, we beheld the por-
tentous spectacle of national poets communicating their in-
ventions in an exotic form. Conscious of the confined nature
of their method, yet unable to extricate themselves from its
fa.tal ties, they sought variety in increased artifice of diction,